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  Maverick (said to be named from Samuel Maverick, a Texan rancher about 1840 who habitually neglected to brand his calves):




  1. (US) In the cattle breeding districts a calf or yearling found without an owner’s brand.




  2. A masterless person, one who is roaming and casual.




  Murray’s New English Dictionary, 1908




  

    Some talk of Alexander, and some of Hercules, of Hector and Lysander, and such great names as these, of all the world’s great heroes.


  




  The British Grenadiers’ marching song




  

    If you can keep your head when all about you


  




  Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,




  If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,




  But make allowance for their doubting too;




  If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,




  Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,




  Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,




  And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise:




  

    If you can dream – and not make dreams your master;


  




  If you can think – and not make thoughts your aim,




  If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster




  And treat those two impostors just the same;




  If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken




  Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,




  Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken,




  And stoop and build ’em up with worn-out tools




  ‘If’, RudyardKipling




  

    No more heroes anymore,


  




  No more heroes anymore,




  Whatever happened to the heroes?




  The Stranglers
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  Foreword




  This book does not set out to glorify war, nor does it seek to gloss over the considerable defects of many of the military mavericks described in these pages.




  Indeed, it seems to me that for the first time in history war may be beginning to be obsolescent, reaching the end of its shelf-life. This may seem a strange statement to make at a time when the

  world is facing any number of conflicts, from the Caucasus to the Middle East to Africa, and many countries still possess immense numbers of conventional and nuclear weapons. However, the point is

  that war is increasingly shown to be a not particularly effective way of settling anything. At the most apocalyptic level, nuclear weapons are so devastating that no rational person would ever use

  them (that is not to say that in a still irrational world they will not be used). It is also increasingly hard to see most modern industrial states actually using the immense conventional forces

  they still possess in order to settle a dispute between them or to gain territory (again, rationality does not always prevail).




  The wars up to the late eighteenth century were primarily dynastic and boundary settling. With the emergence of the nation state, they became primarily colonial. In the last century, with

  industrialization and mass mobilization, Germany, Japan and Italy sought to acquire empires, and failed. Soon after, the old colonial powers were forced to retreat. Between the major countries of

  Europe – so long the crucible of war until half a century ago – war is now barely conceivable. For half a century authoritarian Russia desisted from launching a war there, although not

  against its southern neighbours.




  Elsewhere, Latin America’s post-colonial boundaries have long been settled; Africa’s less so, but on that continent, and even in the volatile Middle East, there are fewer territorial

  disputes than one might expect. The European colonial powers have long known what the United States is only beginning to learn: however well-intentioned, force does not resolve the most intractable

  problems. A country can be occupied for a while, but it will eventually oust the occupier.




  War is beginning to be the province of a kind of international underclass in the Middle East, India-Pakistan, Afghanistan and parts of Africa – although it may ignite fires which can

  spread. As countries develop it has become increasingly old-fashioned, costly and distasteful. Wars of aggression, colonial wars and wars for natural resources – Argentina in the Falklands,

  Iraq in Kuwait – simply no longer deliver: they fail or are beaten back in the short – or long-term. The cost-benefit analysis does not justify war, except in deterring aggression.




  Even some of the most powerful military minds have long been pressing for an end to war. Garibaldi, a warrior all his life, argued that ‘there should be no more armies and no more fleets,

  and the immense riches snatched almost always from the needs and poverty of peoples to be squandered in the services of slaughter.’ General Douglas MacArthur, broadcasting after the Japanese

  surrender in 1945, said in a heartfelt plea: ‘A new era is upon us. Even the lesson of victory itself brings with it profound concern, both for our future security and the survival of

  civilization. The destructiveness of the war potential, through progressive advances in scientific discovery, has in fact now reached a point which revises the traditional concepts of

  war.’




  The men in this book were real professionals of war – a selection, necessarily arbitrary, of the greatest geniuses in that art. They were killers by profession and most performed deeds of

  which few of us would be capable. They were not ‘good’ or ‘bad’ men as such: their art was essential to the times in which they lived and when war, or the prospect of it,

  was almost a feature of everyday life. Some of these men were ruthless, amoral and even abhorrent by the standards of our lives today. Many pursued lives that were careless, to say the least, to

  those who were closest to them.




  However, even in an age when, hopefully, we are getting out of the habit of war, we still remember their extraordinary exploits, not just as history, but as examples of courage and leadership

  – and, not least, as colourful human beings.




  War should never be glorified, but we may glorify the supermen that war provided in the past as so much more real and fulfilling than today’s overpaid film and pop heroes. Above all, their

  courage and self-sacrifice provide examples for us all in the lesser glories of our everyday lives, which are just as valuable but, thankfully, much less risky.




  

     

  




  Introduction




  THE GOLDEN AGE OF MILITARY LEADERSHIP




  The mavericks were some of the most extraordinary men that ever lived. They were not the best – many were by any standards amoral – but they were capable of feats

  far beyond ordinary mortals. There were some intriguing similarities between these highly individualistic and very diverse men that only emerged as I wrote the book.




  The first is the most common to all: greatness was not thrust upon them. They worked incredibly hard for their achievements, usually encountering the most daunting setbacks along the way that

  would have discouraged ordinary mortals. However laid back men like Washington, Wellington and MacArthur pretended to be, in reality they were incredibly hard workers. It was not enough to have

  genius – they had to work very hard to get this genius recognized, and then to stay on top: almost all those in this book fit this category.




  To dismiss the concept of supermen (as Tolstoy and many writers have) is to miss the point: the first requirement of such a commander was that, apart from being talented, he had to work beyond

  the capabilities of ordinary men, and possess the resilience and endurance that lesser mortals lack.




  It is easy to point out that some of these men were shambling, unimpressive, lacking in elegance, had bad habits and possessed very human frailties; in the case

  of the mavericks they got there by determination and talent, not social pedigree, which is why they are so justly remembered today. Superheroes are not just born, but become so only through

  relentless application and achievement, often requiring a lot of sacrifice and success to become immortal.




  The great military leaders have many other characteristics in common, some of them perhaps unsurprising. Many were unruly and hyperactive in youth. A remarkable number were physically unhealthy,

  and this may have helped to forge the fortitude that led them to be not overly concerned about their own lives.




  Some of this was just the vulnerability of men in an era of early medicine, but not entirely. Some may have been psychosomatic, because so many of these men suffered from more than the usual

  amount of mental afflictions, which surely went hand in hand with their illnesses. Clive was a manic-depressive; Cochrane, described by Lord St Vincent as ‘mad’, was also vain and

  impulsive; and Patton was clearly unhinged at moments in his life, and not just in his belief that he had been reincarnated from warriors of old. Clearly, a degree of madness was helpful to the

  achievement of ultimate warrior status.




  There is a further point: some of these illnesses, both physical and mental, may be the product of incredible exertion over a sustained campaigning period, followed by the slough of despondency

  in which minds fall when the pressure is lifted. Supreme military warriordom of this kind is not based on the steady calculable routine that most of us are used to (indeed we are often unbalanced

  when this is unexpectedly interrupted), but on immense, almost superhuman mental and physical exertions, sometimes for years, followed by months and years of relative inactivity: the overactive

  brain crashes. This may be the simplest explanation for the manic-depressive tendencies so common to the mavericks.




  Perhaps the most surprising thing about these great men, to a later generation, is that, in an age of intense social immobility, snobbery and class distinction, almost all were self-made men,

  usually from professional middle-class backgrounds. Only Wellington, from an aristocratic but impoverished Irish family that counted as gentry in England,

  Cochrane, from a splendid but impecunious Scottish aristocratic background, and Grant, penniless but descended from America’s founding fathers, qualified as aristocracy.




  It might be said, in this respect, that war is a great leveller of talent: in peacetime mediocre commanders can prosper. In war, warriors are required and they should be drawn from all sections

  of society, regardless of class or manners. Today, this may seem obvious; in the stratified society of the late eighteenth, the nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries, it was anything but. To

  break the glass ceiling of class, a man had to be really talented.




  These men were professionals. This is not a distinction that needs to be made too much of: from ancient times, men like Alexander the Great and Caesar were characterized by their devotion to the

  profession of war and were good at little else; most ancient royal dynasties were founded on proficiency at arms. However, their descendants, who inherited the right to bear arms and raise armies,

  were often not very good at it. In contrast to these, most of the mavericks were not men who dabbled amateurishly and languidly in war, but who rather devoted themselves wholeheartedly to that

  activity and ushered in the age of the professional soldier. Only Wellington and Grant downed arms at a relatively early age, in order to lead their countries – not a bad consolation

  prize!




  These men stood at the crossroads between military amateurism and professionalism, and between smallish armies raised from feudal and local origins and massive conscript armies (the French

  beginning with the levée en masse, with the Germans, the British and others following). The British were the first to abandon conscription, the Americans following after the

  disastrous experience of Vietnam – the dubious advantage (as in Iraq) being that professionals can be ordered into battle, whereas conscripted men will fight only for a cause that they, and

  the rest of society, believe in; also conscripts in peacetime are usually disgruntled and expensive to train.




  Other common characteristics of these superheroes are more obvious: five died violently, and only seven died in their beds. A considerable number were

  severely wounded in battle: Cochrane once, Garibaldi five times, Rommel twice, while all narrowly escaped death or capture. All, without exception, fell out with their superiors, and no fewer than

  three suffered imprisonment, exile or both.




  A remarkable number moved into positions of enormous political power, or sought this – partly a reflection of their high profiles as a result of military success, partly a consequence of

  reinvented post-military ambition – Clive (ruler of Bengal), Washington (first President of the United States), Wellington (proconsul of France and Prime Minister of Britain), Grant

  (President of the United States), Garibaldi (ruler of southern Italy) and Rommel (potential ruler of Germany). Only Nelson and Cochrane were complete political failures, although interested, while

  Montgomery and Patton showed no interest.




  Were these men good or bad? The morality of war creates its own rules when desperate measures are required. While highly principled to those involved, these rules may appear immoral to

  outsiders. The only, necessarily subjective, measures for the historian are in terms of motivation, as far as that can be judged, and the avoidance of unnecessary ruthlessness.




  Did they change the world? They did – and how! Clive created, for good or ill, the British empire in India which was to last for two centuries and was the model for Britain’s

  imperial expansion; Wolfe drove the French out of Canada; Washington was founder of the United States; Nelson and Cochrane ultimately defeated Napoleon by denying him control of the seas;

  Wellington helped to bring down that empire; Grant won the American Civil War, which ushered into being the most powerful nation the world has ever seen; Garibaldi united Italy; MacArthur ruled

  Japan – still the second biggest economy in the world – and irrevocably changed the course of its history; Rommel (and Guderian) conquered western Europe and nearly defeated the British

  in North Africa; Montgomery turned the tide of war there and performed brilliantly, if not flawlessly, in defeating Germany in Europe, bringing a rapid end to the war; and Patton’s massive

  offensive in Europe routed the Germans.




  The warriors depicted in this book also reflect the evolution of warfare over these two centuries. Clive used small British forces against massive but

  ill-equipped armies in a colonial setting; Washington used a mixture of guerrilla and small-scale regular army engagements; Cochrane was the master of surprise and commando tactics; Wellington

  excelled at defence, the volley and the infantry square, and was an excellent commander of middle-sized armies – and like Washington was a master of the daring rattlesnake strike against the

  enemy when least expected.




  Grant was the first general who used railway-supported armies, and then understood their vulnerability, as well as the effectiveness of frontal attacks – which, however, quickly got bogged

  down in trench warfare in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; Garibaldi was a superb naval captain and guerrilla leader who, remarkably, showed himself also to be a great general of

  armies in the field; MacArthur was a genius of amphibious tactics, leapfrogging enemy bases and commanding large armies; Rommel, following on from his mentor Guderian, was the greatest mobile tank

  commander in history; Patton, similarly, was a great trainer of men and a superb tank commander; Montgomery was another great trainer of men and a master of tank in combination with infantry

  tactics. Truly, these were men who made history.




  The spark of leadership is an elusive will-o’-the-wisp that defies definition, like creativity or the origin of life itself. No one has ever been able to describe it with any degree of

  accuracy or detail. The legendary Prussian military theorist, Carl von Clausewitz, came closest to doing so in a single phrase: coup d’oeil – literally the strike of an eye, that

  moment when the gifted military leader sees his opportunity and turns the tide of battle. Others, like Leo Tolstoy, doubted that there was such a thing as leadership at all, ridiculing the concept

  of the ‘great man’ in War and Peace, in the person, in particular, of General Kutuzov. Lytton Strachey, in Eminent Victorians, famously rebuked General Gordon. The

  needless slaughter of the First World War further damaged the aura of leadership.




  The gifted British military historian John Keegan came close to Tolstoy’s view with his phrase ‘the mask of command’, implying that leadership is no more than the necessary

  adoption of a façade in order to hide the ordinary and unimpressive mortal. Keegan suggests that the modern world requires ‘post-heroic

  leadership’ – technicians in a nuclear age rather than the dashing man on the white horse.




  We may think of a leader as a man with a stentorian voice and self-confidence who acts without hesitation, knows his own mind and whom lesser men will follow. But in reality these are

  superficial characteristics, not essential to leadership. In regard to men who show such genius as to reach the pinnacles of power in military command, politics or business, attempts to explain

  their skills are more elusive still, other than to suggest it is done using smoke and mirrors, that these are ordinary mortals who have reached their positions by chance.




  Time and again the most improbable figures ascend to the very top: George Washington, impassive and seemingly quite stupid; the Duke of Wellington, with a stiff, carefully cultivated manner and

  a squeaky shrill voice in action; and, in the twentieth century, Bernard Montgomery, cross and unimpressive, although possessed of a lightning mind.




  Are there different styles of leadership for the three dominant powers of our age – military, political and business ? It would certainly appear so: obviously a military leader needs

  courage, a cool eye, an air of command; a political leader needs the power of oratory, an ability to inspire through his words as well as crowd-pleasing charm; a business leader requires the

  shrewdness to spot an opportunity and to lead a team. Yet these are more interchangeable virtues than they appear, and once again are largely superficial. Moreover, Keegan’s thesis might seem

  vindicated in that politicians have had to tone down their rhetoric, and military and business leaders adapt the bark of command, to a television age where charm and public relations are all

  important. All three these days have shown a much greater knowledge of the technical aspects of their profession than the deliberately cultivated amateurism of the past.




  The real difference between the three remains that a military leader commands by virtue of authority: those lower down the ranks are compelled to obey the orders of those higher up. However, I

  will also argue in this book that the really great commanders also wielded the political arts of finding ways of both inspiring and being loved by their men, who can sense the difference between a real leader and a martinet, and perform to the best of their abilities for the former.




  Perhaps, indeed, there is more in common than appears. Great military leaders have often shown an almost political ability to charm and inspire their men rather than rely merely on handing down

  orders; great political leaders have often shown an almost militarist style of command, in place of the usual verbiage and waffle, particularly in times of crisis and conflict; and great business

  leaders have sometimes shown military-style discipline or political persuasiveness. Perhaps the key to leadership, to genius in any of these three spheres, is the ability to transcend the norms of

  their professions, to ‘think outside the box’ – the soldier winning the hearts of his men, rather than their fear. Maybe Clausewitz’s coup d’oeil, the spark of

  leadership, the leadership ‘gene’, is common to all three after all.




  In today’s society, the hierarchy of the three ‘powerful’ professions has been reversed from what it was. Business seems pre-dominant to an extent unimaginable half a century

  ago in an age when it was viewed almost with distaste, as an ungentlemanly activity. Today it attracts the sharpest talents, shapes society through commercialism and advertising, exudes glamour and

  provides colossal rewards. Politics comes a distant second in most people’s eyes, although in reality it is still the most powerful of all human activities. Most people view politicians today

  with wary cynicism as purveyors of words. The military profession has sunk still lower in the popular esteem. Where once military men were among the most glamorous figures in the land, wearing

  spectacular uniforms, earning colossal rewards, founding great noble houses and surrounded by women admirers, today few people can recall the name of a single prominent serving soldier – even

  while wars continue to be fought abroad.




  The heroes of modern society are not, in fact, heroes at all, in that they do not risk their lives for their fellow countrymen, or shoulder enormous responsibilities, or generate wealth and

  employment, or make great discoveries. They are ‘celebrities’ – pop stars, film stars, fashion models, television personalities, comedians, footballers and other sportsmen –

  mostly, in fact, powerless entertainers and commercial creations.




  In one sense this is thoroughly healthy: a society that does not glorify war surely has its priorities right. Yet the very underpinnings of the peaceful

  society in which a harmless celebrity culture can thrive are the victories and sacrifices made against threats to our familiar way of life, be they uncontrollable aggressors like Napoleonic France,

  racist Nazis or totalitarian communists. At a time when external threats were much more visible, military dash and courage were rightly prized.




  These men – almost exclusively, although there was no shortage of valiant women, for example in special operations in France and in frontline nursing – were the rock and film

  superstars of their age. The profession of arms not being one of the highest callings intellectually, many were as stupid as their modern counterparts, narcissistic beefcakes prancing and preening

  in colourful clothes and on horseback. But as with any calling, those at the top of their professions had to have something besides looks to have got there and, unlike their modern counterparts,

  most of whom are prima donnas rather than team players, these men had to lead thousands of others into that most dangerous of all places, battle, risking death or disability.




  Such men, of course, were no more angels than their modern counterparts, perhaps much less so. Many led disgraceful private lives and were deeply inconsiderate to their loved ones. Yet that is

  to miss the point: they were not selected for their saintly qualities. They were chosen for their genius at generalship, as supreme professionals capable of getting the job done, and although it

  was a bloody one, they believed the consequences of failure would have been far worse for their country. Nor should those in a leisured age be too ready to criticize those who fight wars in an age

  of conflict.




  This book is about 12 of these men, drawn from what I have described as the ‘Golden Age of Military Leadership’, the nearly 200 years from 1757, the date of the Battle of Plassey, to

  1945, the defeat of Germany and Japan. Through the study of these extraordinary men the reader may arrive at an intuitive understanding of what makes a warrior and in the process, I hope, enjoy the

  retelling of their astounding exploits.




  How can the ‘golden age’ label be justified? War, after all, is an activity as old as humanity itself and there were countless great heroes

  whose exploits redound from antiquity right up to the eighteenth century. Like all historical categorizing, the period chosen is somewhat arbitrary. It marks the period following that when warfare

  was essentially a matter for small armies between kings or princes, and before it became a much larger, more professional affair increasingly commanded by men chosen at least in part for their

  ability. Moreover, with the political authority in the shape of the monarch or his princes no longer present, individual commanders – many if not most chosen from outside the ranks of the

  aristocracy – wielded enormous independent authority in an age when orders took weeks to cross land and sea: they were genuinely autonomous battlefield commanders, masters of their own

  armies.




  The ‘golden age’ really began with a revolution in military thinking among French and British staff officers, both on land and at sea, against the conventional and rigid military

  tactics initiated by Frederick the Great of Prussia (1712–86). However, it is often forgotten that Frederick’s own tactics were themselves revolutionary, a far more effective and

  organized way of winning battles than the haphazard, smaller assemblages of rival forces that had characterized warfare all the way back to the Middle Ages. Frederick was the first general to

  harness the power of the new breech-loading rifle, in place of the arrow, crossbow and, later, the clumsy musket. This new rifle could be reloaded much more rapidly and had a significantly longer

  range, delivering effective and disciplined volleys and producing a wall of fire that was almost impossible to resist. By the mid-eighteenth century, however, officers were chafing once more at the

  inflexibility of the Prussian tactics.




  Unlike Frederick, Napoleon Bonaparte relied on a combination of tactics which, although used individually in the past, had rarely been used in unison. On many occasions he pushed his cavalry

  forward in an attempt to defeat their counterparts in the enemy lines and force the infantry into squares, which while effective defensively had much less firepower than a general line. Napoleon

  then sought to break up the squares, with horses supporting the infantry to sow confusion.




  Napoleon also broke with another age-old tradition and insisted on unity of command. His generals were guided by him alone and the French were thus

  spared the confusion of competing commanders and armies that so plagued eighteenth-century battles. In addition, he kept his men deployed along a wide front, at a distance from the enemy, which

  encouraged opposing forces to do the same. He would then choose a point of attack and bring his forces together with speed to overwhelm the enemy’s weakest point of breakthrough.




  The speed with which Napoleon moved his troops displayed all the brilliance of a natural guerrilla commander. In part this derived from the high morale of the troops and the spoils promised to

  them. They were not grudging peasants who had to be coerced every inch of the way, but men who believed they would win and enrich themselves if they obeyed the commands of their superiors. Time and

  again victories were won by men marching through the night and appearing suddenly out of the blue, surprising and demoralizing the enemy.




  Napoleon’s other favourite tactic was the flanking movement: he rarely attacked from the front except when forced to. When he did, he always ensured that another force would materialize on

  a flank or to the rear to surprise the enemy (the ‘mouvement sur les derrières’ – which excited many a ribald comment). The trick here was to bring his army up in

  corps, each with its own cavalry and artillery, dispatching one (usually weak) force to engage the enemy in frenetic battle, and then sending a separate flanking force to strike from the side or

  rear. Sometimes the flanking force would be quite small, or sometimes it would be the main force, but it had to arrive precisely in time to rescue the frontal or so-called ‘pinning’

  force and engage the enemy on two sides.




  This required accurate timing: the enemy ideally would have committed their own reserves to battle in an effort to overwhelm the frontal force before the flanking attack appeared. A

  century-and-a-half later, Patton pursued exactly this tactic to great effect. Another favourite strategy was to drive a wedge through the ‘hinge’, the weakest point between enemy armies

  (often a hill, wood or river), and then take on the separate forces one at a time.




  Napoleon, despite his tactical mastery, realized the limits of a purely mechanical approach to war: ‘Tactics, evolution and the sciences of the

  engineer and the artillery officer may be learned from treatises, much in the same way as geometry, but the knowledge of the higher branches of the art of war is only to be gained by experience and

  by studying the history of man and battles of great leaders. Can one learn in a grammar to compose a book of the Iliad, or one of Corneille’s tragedies?’
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  The other great revolution in the mid-eighteenth century lay in what military men call morale – the management of men, or what is today termed, rather more clinically,

  ‘human resources’. In the past soldiers were essentially either coerced or enlisted men from the lowest ranks of the peasantry or the urban classes, under the control of officers drawn

  from the gentry or aristocracy, who viewed them with contempt (‘the scum of the earth’ Wellington called them).




  In this, the French Revolution was the prime instigator of change. The first and most dramatic development was the introduction of the ‘levée en masse’, or mass

  conscription. This transformed warfare through numbers alone, providing France with huge manpower reserves. Alongside this came a revolution in ‘esprit de corps’, or morale. The

  immediate post-revolutionary conscription drive was set up by General Dumouriez. The primary motivation for ‘joining up’ in Jacobin times was, initially, fear: those who refused to

  join, were unenthusiastic or deserted, were executed summarily. But with remarkable speed Napoleon set about turning the army into an elite military caste.




  He introduced powerful incentives, carrots rather than sticks, and permitted his men the freedom to feed off the land – an added advantage being that they were then unencumbered by baggage

  trains – and saw to it that they were paid on time, usually through plunder. He also inspired them with injunctions to honour and glory, the ultimate ‘carrot’ being the award of

  the Légion d’honneur. To be a soldier in Napoleon’s army was not to be a wretched, coerced minion destined to be cannon fodder, but a

  (reasonably) well fed and clothed member of an almost invariably victorious army in the service of France and revolutionary idealism. They felt they were fighting for their country, not their

  feudal lords.




  As with the French, British army reformers tried to professionalize the officer corps, brought in a meritocracy and improved the attitude of the fighting men through a more enlightened approach.

  The British army, on the eve of its first great continental commitment since the Duke of Marlborough’s campaigns in the mid-seventeenth century, had very little reputation to speak of at all.

  Discipline was enforced in inhumane ways (except under rare, more enlightened officers), as befitted an army officered by the upper classes and manned by the very lowest. So savage were the

  beatings given out as punishment that Americans protested at the treatment inflicted by the British on their own men in the American War of Independence.




  At the time, the tactics were Prussian – with the emphasis on drill, smart appearance, clean uniforms and powdered hair; they marched in column and fought in line. This had rendered the

  army highly vulnerable to the tactics of the American irregulars, particularly when they had been supported by disciplined French soldiers who had absorbed the lessons of American-style fighting in

  employing irregular skirmishers and light divisions to fight alongside the main forces.




  Yet the British possessed one apparent advantage in the war against France: as a volunteer army, unlike their French counterparts and the many subject nationalities conscripted by the Austrians,

  they seemed to show much greater bravery and eagerness to fight.




  Nonetheless, they were plagued by a lack of imagination in their commanders: mediocre generals like John Burgoyne and Henry Clinton were outclassed by the merely competent William Howe and

  Charles Cornwallis. With the outbreak of the wars in 1793, an even worse commander had been appointed: George III’s favourite son, Frederick, the Duke of York. Fat and florid, he was no

  leader of men in battle, as his dismal performance in Flanders during the first campaign of the war amply demonstrated (although in London he later proved a surprisingly good administrator). Occasional British commanders had shown modest flair – Sir Ralph Abercromby in the West Indies; Sir David Baird, a dour and competent lieutenant-general

  who had served with distinction in India; and Sir John Stuart, who boldly supported the Calabrian insurgency. But these were not Nelsons or Cochranes, nor even Howes or St Vincents.




  Britain was desperately short of military heroes in the first few years of the war. But then it appeared to find a real hero at last, a man of the hour. Of Nelson and Napoleon’s

  generation, he had been born in November 1761, of humbler origins even than the former, the son of a doctor from Glasgow. John Moore seemed to be Britain’s answer to Napoleon.




  Moore quickly realized that British army tactics were in radical need of revision to meet the challenges posed by the new French strategies. Securing the support of the Duke of York, he started

  training British units to become light infantry and reconnaissance forces. An experimental Rifle Corps was set up at Horsham, recruiting men from 15 regiments. His reforms were designed firstly to

  motivate the soldiers and improve their morale; secondly, to introduce greater mobility – a speciality of his which was the basis of his decision to take soldiers off the parade ground and

  train them in the field, bivouacking them outside towns and villages; and thirdly to improve tactics. Moore abandoned the rigid discipline enforced through the hanging and flogging of his

  predecessors. Instead he believed in the ‘thinking, fighting man’.




  Moore put these ideas into practice with a thoroughly modern approach: officers, who in the past had been discouraged from fraternizing with their men, were encouraged to get to know them,

  observing their strengths and weaknesses. Soldiers who had previously been discouraged from independent action or thought, for fear of encouraging indiscipline or even insubordination against their

  officers (and who were often judged as too stupid to make a worthwhile contribution anyway), were taught to use their initiative and encouraged in Napoleonic-style regimental pride. Moore’s

  objective was ‘that each individual soldier knows what he has to do. Discipline is carried on without severity, the officers are attached to the men and

  the men to the officers.’ Another officer wrote admiringly of the 52nd Regiment, Moore’s showpiece, that ‘officers were formed for command and soldiers acquired such discipline as

  to become an example to the army and proud of their profession’.




  Despising parade-ground exercises, Moore instructed his light infantry in the new art of marching – an easy rhythm for general marching without the discomfort of the old Prussian-style

  stiff marching. He also taught his soldiers to have their wits about them at all times, to be aware of all that went on around them, to reconnoitre and to observe. This was a radical change for

  soldiers accustomed to marching, wheeling about and manoeuvring with parade grounds stiffness and firing as a separate manoeuvre.




  Soldiers were instructed to shoot to kill, and to fire independently as well as in a volley, which was easier with rifles that had a 300-yard range (500 for sharpshooters). They were also taught

  to reload and fire quickly – five rounds per minute. The British tactic of repeated, disciplined volleys was in fact a refinement of Prussian tactics, and could be effective. However, the

  tactic of withholding fire until the last moment, which of course required discipline and courage, was the most effective new introduction of all.




  Modern research, for example by Brent Nosworthy, suggests that victory was often achieved by a single volley at closer range followed by a bayonet charge. As Nosworthy writes:




  

    

      The overall psychological and physical dynamics underlying the British infantry tactic were pre-eminently simple: wait until the distance separating the two forces has been

      reduced to where, when the fire was finally delivered, it could not help but be effective, if not overpowering. Then, while the enemy is still recoiling from the shock caused by the devastating

      volley, rush in with lowered bayonets. The enemy, staggering from their casualties and totally overawed by a ferocious charge delivered in a moment of vulnerability, almost inevitably turns and

      flees.


    


  




  The coolness of the troops under fire was carefully inculcated under psychological pressure, with officers exhorting their men to be ‘steady, lads,

  steady’, in contrast to the equally deliberate French technique of advancing to drums and shouts, to give the men courage. Moore’s revolution in British tactics and morale can hardly be

  overstated. The British army had grown in strength from around 100,000 regulars in 1803 to double that in 1807, although Castlereagh failed in his attempt to introduce conscription into a nation

  averse to martial influence. Moreover, a huge quantity of recruits were attracted by the desire to fight for king and country against the seemingly barbarous Napoleon: the army was no longer merely

  a refuge for ‘undesirables’.
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  The three immense changes in warfare – greater tactical flexibility, the formation of semi-autonomous divisions under the overall control of a commander and the massive

  improvement in morale – coupled with the great expansion of the armies in Europe to counter the French threat, presented an entirely new strategic challenge that was to be associated with one

  man, Carl von Clausewitz. Clausewitz’s military doctrines or, some argue, a distortion thereof, were to dominate the continent for over half a century until they were ground into the mud of

  Flanders during the First World War.




  The basic Clausewitz theory was a purist, ‘Kantian’, one – that ideal warfare existed in a vacuum of all other pressures, and that a war should end in a complete victory by one

  side over another – an ‘absolute war’ which would be conducted with the ‘outmost violence’.




  In reality, Clausewitz deliberately set up this target in order to knock it down, arguing that ‘war is not an isolated act’, that it ‘does not consist of a single isolated

  blow’ and that in real life, it was ‘never absolute’. He argued passionately that war was essentially the fulfilment of a political objective, and famously, ‘the

  continuation of policy with other means added’. This was interpreted to mean that killing people was merely part of the political process, while he in fact meant the opposite – as absolute victory was never attainable, war was limited by political objectives. Clausewitz went on to argue that war was ‘of all the branches of

  human activity, the most like a gambling game’, that ‘maxims, rules and even systems for the conduct of war’ cannot be established, that morale was the key ingredient.

  Nevertheless the damage was done.




  However much Clausewitz sought to qualify the ideal of total war, he also came up with a further series of controversial maxims: ‘The best strategy is clearly to be very strong,

  concentrating one’s forces at the decisive point’. ‘Superiority of numbers is the most important factor in deciding victory, surprise the second’. More sensibly, Clausewitz

  viewed retreat as merely a tactical extension of attack, something to be used to an army’s advantage.




  Many of these ideas displayed moderation and insight, but Clausewitz gave no importance at all to diplomacy or the use of sea power, which had been enormously effective in destroying Napoleon,

  whose strategy was the source of his analysis. Clausewitz went on to elaborate his most controversial dictum:




  

    

      … the effect of a victory will naturally depend on its greatness, and that of the mass of the conquered troops. Therefore the blow which, if successful, will produce

      the greatest effect, must be made against that part of the country where the greatest number of the enemy’s forces are collected together; and the greater the mass of our own forces which

      we use for this blow, so much the surer shall we be of this success. This natural sequence of ideas leads us to an illustration by which we shall see this truth more clearly; it is the nature

      and effect of the centre of gravity in mechanics.




      

        As a centre of gravity is always situated where the greatest mass of matter is collected, and as a shock against the centre of gravity of a body always produces the greatest effect, and

        further, as the most effective blow is struck with the centre of gravity of the power used, so it is also in war.


      


    


  




  In fact Clausewitz modified and qualified this position too. But that was not how the German general staff, and in particular Field-Marshal Von Moltke saw

  it: for him Clausewitz’s thinking was, baldly, that the victor was the one who had the bigger forces and used them without scruple or mercy to drive towards the very centre of enemy forces

  and destroy them. German victory in the Franco-Prussian wars appeared to prove this very point. The Germans carried on the strategy into the First World War, and the British general staff also

  adopted it, at a time when the introduction of the machine-gun and other fixed defences made it mass suicide, with the terrible results observed on the Western front.




  Basil Liddell Hart, the great British interwar strategist, was horrified by the waste in that war:




  

    

      By the reiteration of such phrases Clausewitz blurred the outlines of his philosophy, already indistinct, and made it into a mere marching refrain – a Prussian

      Marseillaise which inflamed the blood and intoxicated the mind. In transfusion it became a doctrine fit to form corporals, not generals… for by making battle appear the only ‘real

      warlike activity’, his gospel deprived strategy of its laurels, and reduced the art of war to the mechanics of mass-slaughter. Moreover, it incited generals to seek battle at the first

      opportunity, instead of creating an advantageous opportunity.




      Clausewitz contributed to the subsequent decay of generalship when in an oft-quoted passage he wrote: ‘Philanthropists may easily imagine that there is a skilful method of disarming

      and overcoming the enemy without great bloodshed, and that this is the proper tendency of the Art of War… That is an error which must be extirpated…’ Clausewitz’s

      phrase would henceforth be used by countless blunderers to excuse, and even to justify, their futile squandering of life in bull-headed assaults.


    


  




  The most dangerous of all Clausewitz’s frequently misunderstood maxims was that of concentration of force and direct attack. Liddell Hart in particular believed passionately in the

  indirect approach – encircling the enemy, severing their lines of communication (but leaving a way of escape so they did not have to fight to the finish), stacking the odds in advance of

  battle so that the enemy had no choice but to surrender, above all undermining their morale through surprise and fear.




  Liddell Hart’s championing of the indirect approach interestingly, and surely not coincidentally for so great a student of military history, mirrored

  that of the great Chinese strategist and general Sun Tzu (who also inspired Mao Zedong) as far back as the sixth century BC.
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  This then was the great strategic debate that dominated most of the past two centuries, against which the exploits of these maverick military commanders were played out. The

  mavericks flourished when the battlefield was mobile and they had independence of command. Frederick the Great’s fixed formations of infantry, cavalry and artillery were followed by the

  military revolution of the late-eighteenth century which permitted much greater mobility and flexibility, before becoming frozen again in the Clausewitzean doctrines of total warfare and direct

  frontal assault, which culminated in the slaughter of the First World War.




  In the Second World War, thanks to air power and tank warfare, tactics became as mobile as in the Napoleonic wars, before being frozen again in the Maginot mentality of the Cold War which, in

  part due to the lethal deterrent of nuclear weapons, narrowly avoided a total, annihilating war – Clausewitz taken to appalling extremes.




  Now, as the immediate fear of a nuclear exchange has, for the most part, lifted, and as troops find themselves in smaller-scale conventional operations like those in Iraq and Afghanistan,

  warfare seems to be becoming more mobile again. So-called asymmetrical warfare – terrorist and guerrilla attacks against a (usually significantly larger) conventional armed force – is

  also a new challenge.




  In the Second World War, while one of the two main Clause-witzean doctrines was pursued to its logical conclusion – total defeat and unconditional surrender (as opposed to the armistice

  with Germany that in the First World War arguably rendered another war inevitable) – the other, the doctrine of direct attack on the main concentration of enemy force (which had yielded such

  disastrous results in the First World War) was not. In large part this is thanks to the foresight of men like Liddell Hart.




  This leads us to a more radical conclusion: there are no hard and fast rules of military strategy. An approach that may be right at a particular moment,

  may also be entirely wrong at another. On this all the great strategists concur, even though it appears to refute their own elaborately conceived military strategies. Napoleon said: ‘The art

  of war does not require complicated manoeuvres; the simplest are the best, and common sense is fundamental.’ The lesson may be that in different circumstances, entirely different strategies

  and tactics apply. It is possible that neither Clausewitz or Liddel Hart is right. Sometimes it is right to attack ‘sur les derrières’, sometimes to flank, sometimes to

  retreat, sometimes to advance, sometimes to concentrate forces, sometimes to disperse, sometimes to divide the enemy and even sometimes to launch a full frontal attack.
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  Another factor common to many of the commanders in this book is the way they strengthened morale through their actions and their solicitude to their men. Not only was esprit

  de corps the underpinning of the motivation and success of one’s own side, but throwing the morale of the enemy off-balance was a key to victory in battle – hence the impact of

  unconventional and unpredictable surprise tactics. Catching the enemy unawares could lead, almost instantaneously, to catastrophic retreat.




  Sir John Baynes, in his definitive book, Morale (1967), has a fine passage on the subject:




  

    

      The truth is that a brilliant plan of battle in the tactical sense can be a complete failure if morale is bad, while a poor plan can be made to work well if morale is

      good… war is a desperately muddled, confusing, and chaotic business…




      It is my contention that high morale can spring from two sources, which I would call ‘nobility of spirit’ and ‘bloody-mindedness’… Nobility of spirit, found in

      the person with a background of love and affection, gives rise to the characteristics usually quoted in connection with good morale. They include love

      of a cause, love of one’s country, loyalty, esprit de corps, and unselfishness…


    


  




  Baynes’s book is probably the only full-length study of this all-important subject. However, Field-Marshal Bernard Montgomery brilliantly captured just this point in an eloquent passage of

  his autobiography:




  

    

      The raw material with which the general has to deal is men. The same is true in civil life. Managers of large industrial concerns have not always seemed to me to have

      understood this point; they think their raw material is iron ore, or cotton, or rubber – not men but commodities. In conversation with them I have disagreed and insisted that their basic

      raw material is men. Many generals have also not fully grasped this vital matter, nor understood its full implications, and that is one reason why some have failed.




      An army must be as hard as steel in battle and can be made so; but, like steel, it reaches its finest quality only after much preparation and only provided the ingredients are properly

      constituted and handled. Unlike steel, an army is a most sensitive instrument and can easily become damaged; its basic ingredient is men and, to handle an army well, it is essential to

      understand human nature. Bottled up in men are great emotional forces which have got to be given an outlet in a way which is positive and constructive, and which warms the heart and excites the

      imagination. If the approach to the human factor is cold and impersonal, then you achieve nothing. But if you can gain the confidence and trust of your men, and they feel their best interests

      are safe in your hands, then you have in your possession a priceless asset and the greatest achievements become possible.




      The morale of the soldier is the greatest single factor in war and the best way to achieve a high morale in war-time is by success in battle. The good general is the one who wins his battles

      with the fewest possible casualties; but morale will remain high even after considerable casualties, provided the battle has been won and the men know it was not wastefully conducted, and that

      every care has been taken of the wounded, and the killed have been collected and reverently buried…


    


  




  The remarkable thing about each of the commanders in this book is that they appreciated the importance of their men and morale, and in turn they were

  trusted by their men, who would follow them to the ends of the earth or, more importantly, to the ends of their lives if necessary – perhaps the single most important ingredient of military

  command. In this respect John Keegan may be wrong that the age of heroic leadership is past: heroism was not just required to impress public opinion back home, but to instil confidence in men to go

  into battle and risk their lives. With fewer, if any, senior commanders exposing themselves on the frontline, that role may have passed to more junior officers: but without their courage and

  example, many men would not be prepared to lay their own lives on the line.
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  To Baynes’ analysis of morale, there needs to be added another more modern-day development. Patriotism has sharply changed over the years: the soldiers and sailors that

  built the British empire were principally motivated by greed and the prospect of spoils, as well as by coercion in the lower ranks. In a society where self-advancement was hard to obtain at home,

  abstract patriotism probably didn’t rank very highly.




  Yet by the late-eighteenth century, the time of the Napoleonic Wars, Baynes’ analysis carried more weight. Although soldiers were often reluctantly recruited to escape lives of extreme

  poverty, and many sailors were press-ganged, there was a feeling that Britain was under threat from a hostile and alien ideology led by an ogre, Napoleon Bonaparte, who threatened the British way

  of life, their families and their wellbeing. As the nineteenth century progressed, it was noticeable that the British did better in wars justified by some measure of idealism rather than naked

  self-interest. The Crimean War was a disaster, whereas – whether consciously or not – Britain saw itself on a civilizing mission in lands like India and much of Sub-Saharan Africa. The

  wars in Sudan and the Boer War were further disasters with muddled objectives. The First World War, with public opinion whipped up against the ‘Huns’,

  was also seen as a moral war – at least until troops started blaming their incompetent commanders. The Second World War was perhaps the ultimate moral war against the perceptible evil of

  Hitler and Nazi mass murder and aggression. As the two centuries progressed, the degree to which morale – so key to winning the war – could be buttressed by the perception that Britain

  was fighting in a good cause, not for purely patriotic or chauvinistic reasons, had increased perceptibly.




  The United States, of course, has often used a moral argument to justify its military motivation – first the War of Independence against its British colonial oppressor, the Civil War to

  end slavery, the frontier wars to ‘civilize’ their lands, the First World War to establish self-determination for the European peoples, the war against the barbarous Japanese and

  murderous Hitler, and finally the crusade against communism in Asia, now metamorphosed into a crusade to establish democracy in the Middle East.




  If anything, the desire to fight for moral reasons has increased since then, as the most ordinary person and army private is subjected to television, newspapers and the internet as never before:

  it is always a huge mistake to underestimate the degree of understanding and passion felt about political issues by even some of the most modest in society. Baynes concludes:




  

    

      One can, perhaps, say that morale is an unchanging quality, and that the ways of sustaining it are in principle unchanging as well, but that where the change comes in is in

      the methods of applying these principles. As men get more used to comfort, more sophisticated and more intelligent it becomes essential to take more trouble over their morale. The problem is

      not to discover what keeps the soldier in good heart, but how to apply lessons learnt throughout history to the pattern of modern life in its increasing complexity.


    


  




  Today superior technology and firepower is perhaps considered the defining reason why a war is won or lost. But in the period considered in this book, it was

  the morale and good leadership of men, always inextricably intertwined, that played the key role. Curiously enough the demand for these qualities may be returning as the great military machine and

  the threat of awe-inspiring means of mass destruction posed by nuclear weaponry become increasingly substituted by much smaller scale fighting with guerrillas and even terrorists. Maybe the idea of

  old-fashioned leadership of men is not quite dead yet: the heroes of this book may yet have much to teach us.
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  To turn briefly to the issue of generalship and command itself, as noted earlier, many have tried to define this quality without succeeding. But their attempts are instructive.

  Sun Tzu wrote:




  

    

      All warfare is based on deception. A skilled general must be master of the complementary arts of simulation and dissimulation; while creating shapes to confuse and delude

      the enemy he conceals his true dispositions and ultimate intent. When capable he feigns incapacity; when near he makes it appear that he is far away; when far away, that he is near. Moving as

      intangibly as a ghost in the starlight, he is obscure, inaudible. His primary target is the mind of the opposing commander; the victorious situation, a product of his creative

      imagination…




      The expert approaches his objective indirectly. By selection of a devious and distant route he may march a thousand li without opposition and take his enemy unaware. Such a commander

      prizes above all freedom of action. He abhors a static situation and therefore attacks cities only when there is no alternative. Sieges, wasteful both of lives and time, entail abdication of

      the initiative.




      The wise general cannot be manipulated. He may withdraw, but when he does, moves so swiftly that he cannot be overtaken. His retirements are designed to entice the enemy, to unbalance him,

      and to create a situation favourable for a decisive counter-stroke. They are, paradoxically, offensive. He conducts a war of movement; he marches with divine swiftness; his blows fall like thunderbolts ‘from the nine-layered heavens’. He creates conditions certain to produce a quick decision; for him victory is the object of war, not

      lengthy operations however brilliantly conducted. He knows that prolonged campaigns drain the treasury and exhaust the troops; prices rise, the people are hungry: ‘No country has ever

      benefited from a protracted war’.




      The expert commander strikes only when the situation assures victory. To create such a situation is the ultimate responsibility of generalship. Before he gives battle the superior general

      causes the enemy to disperse. When the enemy disperses and attempts to defend everywhere he is weak everywhere, and at the selected points many will be able to strike his few.


    


  




  Socrates, writing a little later, was practical:




  

    

      The general… must be observant, untiring, shrewd; kindly and cruel; simple and crafty; a watchman and a robber; lavish and miserly; generous and stingy; rash and

      conservative. All these and many other qualities, natural and acquired, he must have. He should also, as a matter of course, know his tactics; for a disorderly mob is no more an army than a

      heap of building materials is a house.


    


  




  The Duke of Wellington claimed that officer leadership was essential, observing:




  

    

      …how odd it was that the Spaniards, such fine and brave men as individuals, should make such indifferent troops. That happens from want of confidence in their

      officers. And how should they have any? Their officers had seen no service and knew nothing… Romana was a good-natured, excellent man, most easy to live with – and very clever too

      – knew all about the literature and poetry of his country more than any Spaniard I ever knew, but he knew nothing of troops at all. I never in my whole life saw a man who had acted at all

      with troops understand so little about them. I liked him very much – he died in my arms – at least I was in the room at the time – but as to his generalship!


    


  




  General Archibald Wavell, in a famous essay, saw moral toughness as the first quality of a general:




  

    

      Now the mind of the general in war is buried, not merely for 48 hours but for days and weeks, in the mud and sand of unreliable information and uncertain factors, and may at

      any time receive, from an unsuspected move of the enemy, an unforeseen accident, or a treacherous turn in the weather, a bump equivalent to a drop of at least a hundred feet on to something

      hard. Delicate mechanism is of little use in war; and this applies to the mind of the commander as well as to his body; to the spirit of an army as well as to the weapons and instruments with

      which it is equipped. All material of war, including the general, must have a certain solidity, a high margin over the normal breaking strain. It is often said that British war material is

      unnecessarily solid; and the same possibly is apt to be true of their generals. But we are certainly right to leave a good margin.




      It is sometimes argued whether war is an art or science… I know of no branch of art or science, however, in which rivals are at liberty to throw stones at the artist or scientist, to

      steal his tools and to destroy his materials, while he is working, always against time, on his picture or statue or experiment. Under such conditions how many of the great masterpieces of art

      or discoveries of science would have been produced? No, the civil comparison to war must be that of a game, a very rough and dirty game, for which a robust body and mind are essential. The

      general is dealing with men’s lives, and must have a certain mental robustness to stand the strain of this responsibility. How great that strain is you may judge by the sudden deaths of

      many of the commanders of the late War. When you read military history take note of the failures due to lack of this quality of robustness.




      …He must have ‘character’, which simply means that he knows what he wants and has the courage and determination to get it. He should have a genuine interest in, and a real

      knowledge of, humanity, the raw material of his trade; and, most vital of all, he must have what we call the fighting spirit, the will to win. You all know and recognise it in sport, the man

      who plays his best when things are going badly, who has the power to come back at you when apparently beaten, and who refuses to acknowledge defeat. There

      is one other moral quality I would stress as the mark of the really great commander as distinguished from the ordinary general. He must have a spirit of adventure, a touch of the gambler in

      him. As Napoleon said: ‘If the art of war consisted merely in not taking risks glory would be at the mercy of very mediocre talent’. Napoleon always asked if a general was

      ‘lucky’. What he really meant was, ‘Was he bold?’ A bold general may be lucky, but no general can be lucky unless he is bold. The general who allows himself to be bound

      and hampered by regulations is unlikely to win a battle…




      A general who speaks to men individually may sometimes receive a disconcerting answer. A story is told of Haig, who usually inspected men in a complete and stony silence, that one of his

      staff told him that it would make a better impression if he spoke to one or two men. Accordingly he said to a man, ‘Where did you start this War?’ ‘I didn’t start

      this War, sir; I think the Kaiser did,’ was the reply. Allenby once, on a visit to the trenches, found a man sitting on the fire-step delousing his shirt. ‘Well, picking them out, I

      see,’ he remarked. ‘No, sir, no,’ replies the man looking up, ‘just taking them as they come’.


    


  




  The British soldier himself is one of the world’s greatest humorists. The Germans held an investigation after the First World War into the causes of morale, and attributed much of the

  British soldier’s staying power to his sense of humour. They therefore decided to encourage this in their own soldiers, including in their manuals instructions on how to cultivate it. They

  gave as an illustration in the manual one of popular British cartoonist Bruce Bairnsfather’s pictures of ‘Old Bill’ sitting in a building with an enormous shell-hole in the wall.

  A new chum asks: ‘What made that hole?’ ‘Mice,’ replies Bill. In the German manual a solemn footnote of explanation is added: ‘It was not mice, it was a

  shell’.
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  War is not a matter of diagrams, principles or rules. The higher commander who goes to Field Service Regulations for tactical guidance inspires about as much confidence as the doctor who turns to a medical dictionary for his diagnosis. And no method of education, no system of promotion, no amount of commonsense

  ability is of value unless the leader has in him the root of the matter – the fighting spirit… ‘No battle was ever lost until the leader thought it so’. And this is the

  first and true function of the leader, never to think the battle or the cause lost. The ancient Romans put up a statue to the general who saved them in one of Rome’s darkest hours, with this

  inscription: ‘Because he did not despair of the Republic’.




  This has changed since the Second World War. With the acceleration in instant modern communications, command and control has been taken to absurd limits, with staff headquarters thousands of

  miles away micro-managing operations, with even politicians and their media ‘spinners’ getting in on the act. The invasion of Iraq, for example, was heavily supervised by US Central

  Command in Tampa, Florida, overseen by Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, a civilian heavily criticized by his generals. In Britain, decisions are increasingly taken by the political hierarchy to

  present the best possible public relations veneer back home.




  Whatever the benefits or disadvantages of this approach, it greatly reduces the autonomy of even mid-level commanders in the field except in the very thick of battle, where one suspects coup

  d’oeil will still make the difference between victory and defeat. But precisely because these men are middle-ranking officers, their readiness to improvise, let alone defy orders, is

  likely to be less.




  Real ‘warrior’ moments are increasingly few: one exception was General Sir Michael Jackson’s tough stand against Russia in Serbia – when he briefly freed himself from his

  political leash. Other ‘names’, against all odds, have been Colonel ‘H’ Jones in the Falklands and General Sir Michael Rose. Apart from intense control and political

  scrutiny, the drabness of modern uniforms and the specialization of much modern soldiery, with its laptops and targeting systems, have cut the ground from under the old-fashioned warrior-hero.

  Again, these developments are probably inevitable in a technological age, but they make the emergence of Boys’ Own commanders even less likely in the

  future ‘post-heroic age’.




  The main qualities exhibited in varying degrees by most, but not all, of these lost mavericks can be summarized as follows:


  





  

    

      	

        1. 


      



      	

        Outstanding and exemplary courage under fire.


      

    




    

      	

        2. 


      



      	

        The ability to think coolly and rationally on the battlefield.


      

    




    

      	

        3. 


      



      	

        Remarkable determination in making their way to the top on merit.


      

    




    

      	

        4. 


      



      	

        Extraordinary stamina.


      

    




    

      	

        5. 


      



      	

        Resolution in the face of terrible setbacks.


      

    




    

      	

        6. 


      



      	

        A strategic grasp geared to seizing opportunities, often after long periods of frustrating caution, and staging strikes of great boldness.


      

    




    

      	

        7. 


      



      	

        An ability to improvise and seize unexpected tactical advantage on the battlefield and manoeuvre skilfully.


      

    




    

      	

        8. 


      



      	

        Verve and charismatic leadership often executed through consummate diplomacy, flamboyance and eccentricity – perhaps the earliest form of public relations.


      

    




    

      	

        9. 


      



      	

        A penchant for fighting against superior odds that could catch a complacent enemy unawares.


      

    




    

      	

        10. 


      



      	

        A fatherly devotion to their own men, seeing to their needs during the long periods of inaction and refusing to risk their lives unnecessarily.


      

    




    

      	

        11. 


      



      	

        An intense interest in raising morale.


      

    




    

      	

        12. 


      



      	

        Skill in selecting subordinates.


      

    




    

      	

        13. 


      



      	

        The command and control system on the battlefield that ensured orders reached the right people at the right time (which so often went wrong prior to modern

        telecommunications), as well as the necessary discipline and ruthlessness to forge a modern, efficient fighting machine.


      

    




    

      	

        14. 


      



      	

        High intelligence, often concealed under a veneer of military bluffness, and communications skills.


      

    




    

      	

        15. 


      



      	

        A record of insubordination and questioning authority in their own rise to the top – something they would not tolerate in others.


      

    




    

      	

        16. 


      



      	

        An instinct to question, revise or ignore traditional tactics.


      

    


  








  

     

  




  Chapter 1




  CLIVE OF INDIA: BRITISH WARRIOR-EMPEROR




  Robert Clive was Britain’s first professional soldier-hero – which was strange because he was not trained as a soldier at all. From a middling gentry family, he

  emerged as a rebuke to the aristocratic, amateurish British officer class to deliver a dazzling array of battlefield successes in India, executed with an almost unerring eye and extraordinary

  boldness, using small manoeuvrable forces staging surprise flanking attacks of a kind that had rarely been tried before. As a result he conquered a third of the continent and founded the British

  empire in India.




  Clive was born into a respectable gentry family on 29 September 1725, at Styche, near Moreton Saye in Shropshire. Something of a young tear-away who climbed the local church steeple, he appeared

  to have few prospects in Britain. At the age of 17, he was sent off to make his fortune at the East India Company headquarters in the prosperous British settlement of Madras where, it is said, he

  was so homesick and bored that he attempted to commit suicide, but his pistol twice failed to go off.




  When the French East India Company, under the formidable governor of Pondicherry, Joseph-François Dupleix, suddenly attacked and occupied Madras in 1746, the 21-year-old Clive and three

  companions escaped, disguised as Indians, and made their way to Fort St David, 50 miles to the south. Clive took part in defending the fort against French attack, and

  in a failed attack on the French stronghold of Pondicherry. Madras was finally restored to the British under the Treaty of Aix-La-Chapelle.




  Clive’s first real command came in 1749 when a tough professional soldier, Major Stringer Lawrence, put him in charge of 30 British troops and 700 Indians in an assault on Fort Devikottai;

  the fearlessness of his attack caused the hostile local Indian ruler to abandon the fort.




  The French, meanwhile, sought to gain control of most of southern India by besieging the Indian ruler of Trichinopoly, Mohammed Ali. Some 800 French and 20,000 Indians besieged 60 English and

  2,000 Indian troops inside the colourful citadel. Clive was sent as an aide to an incompetent Swiss mercenary, Captain Rudolf de Guingens, commanding a relief force. Contemptuous of de Guingens and

  impatient for action, Clive persuaded his superiors in Madras to despatch him to seize the fortress at Arcot, citadel of France’s Indian allies, while most of their army was at

  Trichinopoly.




  Clive’s small army, which dwindled to 120 British troops and 2,000 Indians, marched through monsoon thunderstorms to seize the fortress, which was abandoned on his approach. With his tiny

  force occupying the sprawling fortress, Clive held out against the assault of an Indian army of some 15,000 men for 53 days.




  On 13 November 1751, Clive’s exhausted, parched and half-starved men, only two-thirds of them fighting fit, were subjected to a full-scale attack by their Shia adversaries. It was the last

  day of Muharram, the great Shia Muslim festival commemorating the martyrdom of the grandsons of the Prophet, Hassan and Hussein. The latter had been butchered after all around him had been slain.

  His head was carried to the enemy leader, who struck at it with a stick, and, it was said, his lips were then seen pressed to the lips of the Prophet. If a Shia Muslim died on this holy day, he

  would go straight to heaven. Shia is the most zealous branch of Islam; their leader, Raza Sahib, had no trouble working his men into a religious frenzy.




  Clive and his soldiers could hear the wailing ululations and shrieking outside, along with the drum-banging and trumpet-blowing of an army drunk on liquor and high

  on drugs as they worked themselves into a fever of vengeance. Even for Clive, the terrifying sounds outside the fort that still late autumn evening must have been chilling. The fort had withstood

  two ham-fisted attacks, a series of bombardments and relentless musket fire. But could just a few hundred battle-fit soldiers stand up to a whole religious-crazed army of more than 15,000?




  Just before dawn a large number of the enemy were seen running forward, carrying ladders. Behind them, elephants with huge protective iron plates on their foreheads charged forward to batter

  down the gates. Further behind, a torrent of enemy soldiers with muskets and spears surged as far as the eye could see.




  Clive, entirely cool in a crisis and apparently fearless, promptly gave orders for his men to shoot at the unprotected flanks of the elephants. They stopped and reared up under the intense pain;

  and then turned and stampeded into the soldiers following them. The gates remained secure. However, simultaneous attacks were being mounted in two major breaches caused by the French guns, and the

  besiegers were spurred on by their religious frenzy ‘with a mad kind of intrepidity’. Clive had organized his tiny force to fire and then hand back their muskets to loaders, who would

  promptly pass on another gun, so as to make use of both his active and inactive soldiers. This concentrated fire caused the attackers to waver. Meanwhile, grenades were being hurled from the

  ramparts at the second line of enemy troops.




  At the northwest breach, the leader of the assailing forces, Abdul Kodah Khan, led his troops forward across the moat and to the first trench, waving his flag – before being struck by a

  bullet and knocked into the water below. Beside the other breach, the moat was still deep, and the attackers had launched a raft with some 70 men on it. This came under intense fire from two small

  English guns. Clive himself grabbed one of them and raked the vessel with the most accurate shots, causing the men on board to panic and capsize the raft. The moat was soon full of struggling

  figures under fire.




  The French, meanwhile, were nowhere to be seen. The French commander, Goupil, had disapproved of Raza Sahib’s decision to storm the fort, and had kept aloof.

  By now, wave after wave of brave if undisciplined attacks had been driven off, and Raza Sahib decided to withdraw. His men tried to return to retrieve the bodies of the dead, a custom traditionally

  allowed by the enemy in India. But the British fired as they advanced, driving them back, either mistaking this for a new assault or as part of a deliberate tactic by Clive to terrify the

  enemy.




  It was just before dawn, and the fierce fight, which had seemed interminable, had only lasted an hour. Robert Orme, Clive’s first biographer, described how the British were ‘left to

  gaze at each other in the first garish brilliance of the suddenly uplifted sun’.




  The scene must have been eerie. The screams, battle chants and trumpets, the yells and groans of conflict, had been replaced by the moans of the dying. Around 300 of the enemy lay strewn outside

  the wall; just four British soldiers had been killed and two Indians wounded. It had been a testament to the incredible difficulty of storming a well-defended fort, as well as to Clive’s

  leadership.




  Even so, the young captain, while triumphant, could hardly afford to rest. The enemy was almost certainly regrouping for another attack; they had a manpower reserve of some 15,000 fighters. The

  next attack could not be long in coming. Clive’s exhausted men could hardly keep up the resistance indefinitely.




  Two hours later, a relentless barrage of musket and cannon fire began. This was presumably the softening up needed to deter his men from manning the ramparts again. Clive embarked on his rounds

  once more, cheering up and cajoling his men while checking on the defences. After more than four hours the relentless bombardment, which had set all of them on edge, ceased, and a small party

  arrived under a white flag requesting permission to carry off the bodies of the dead, which were already decomposing under the intense midday sun. The request was granted.




  Two hours later the pounding began again. The garrison rested as best it could. The bombardment continued for a full 12 hours; Clive imagined the enemy were seeking to exhaust the garrison

  mentally in preparation for the next assault. When it ceased at 2 a.m., the jangled nerves of Clive and his men were tensed for the attack. All night they watched and

  waited for the next pre-dawn assault.




  When the sun rose a second time, there was no sign of the enemy, although their guns and baggage were strewn before the fort. They had left the city, and the bombardment had been a cover to

  allow them to retire in good order, in case the formidable enemy within the fort sallied out to attack them.




  Two more hard-fought battles ensued, a set-piece one at Arni and an enemy ambush at Kaveripak, which Clive won narrowly before he returned to Trichinopoly, which was still under siege. Along

  with Major Stringer Lawrence, he carried the battle to the French who were encamped on a narrow tongue of land behind the immense pagoda complex at Srirangam to the north, protected by the Cauvery

  and Coleroon rivers. Clive relentlessly bombarded the French and Indian forces while Lawrence closed the trap from the landward side, forcing surrender. Clive’s whirlwind of activity in his

  first tour of India ended with the decisive capture of two French forts, Covelong and Chingleput. He returned in glory to Madras, where he married the redoubtable Margaret Maskelyne, and received a

  hero’s welcome in England as the man who had saved Britain’s southern settlements in India at the age of just 27.
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  In London he quickly squandered his new wealth, much of it on an expensive but unsuccessful attempt to enter the House of Commons, and in 1755 was compelled to return to India

  to seek his fortune again. On the journey back he took part in the successful storming of the pirate stronghold at Gheria, near Bombay, before taking up his new post as commander of Fort St David

  on 22 June 1756 – coincidentally just two days after the Black Hole of Calcutta incident, the (much exaggerated) atrocity conducted by Siraj-ud-Daula, the Nawab of Bengal, following the

  seizure of the main British settlement in Bengal, Fort William, which the governor, Roger Drake, had shamefully abandoned to its fate.




  As soon as the news from Calcutta reached Madras, the British started to organize an expedition to regain the settlement with Clive as one of three commanders. On

  16 October one of the mightiest expeditionary forces assembled in the eighteenth century set sail. The people of Madras turned out in their hundreds to wave goodbye to this formidable and

  magnificent spectacle. There were four major ships of the line: the Kent, Admiral Charles Watson’s flagship, with 64 guns; the Cumberland, under Admiral Pocock, with 70 guns;

  the Tyger, with 60 guns; and the Salisbury, with 50. In addition, there was a smaller ship, the Bridgwater, with 20 guns, and a fireship named, without imagination, the

  Blaze. They were escorting three company warships (also equipped with some guns), the Protector, Walpole and Marlborough, and three ketches. There were more than 500

  British company soldiers, 150 marines, 100 artillerymen, nearly 1,000 Indian troops and 160 support troops. Including the crews, over 2,500 sailed with six weeks’ worth of provisions.




  George Pigot, governor of Madras, had tried to tie Clive’s hands with the admonition that ‘the sword shall go hand in hand with the pen’. He now sent Siraj-ud-Daula a

  threatening letter which also held out the hope of avoiding hostilities:




  

    

      The great commander of the King of England’s ships has not slept in peace since this news and is come down with many ships, and I have sent a great sardar who

      will govern after me, by name Colonel Clive, with troops and land forces… You are wise: consider whether it is better to engage in a war that will never end or to do what is just and

      right in the sight of God.


    


  




  However, Clive was not to be inhibited by Pigot, who would soon be several hundred miles away in Madras. Clive had been bewitched by Calcutta on his only visit there, as by the

  river Hugli that led away into a kingdom of vast wealth and extent. Siraj-ud-Daula had furnished him with the pretext for going after it. As the prows of the ships steered proudly northwest, and

  the cheers from the quayside grew more distant, Clive, who had been so scarred by the humiliation of the British surrender at Fort St George years earlier, felt pride

  surge in his breast. He had been picked to command the restoration of British rule to another scene of national shame and humiliation. He knew that he was at another turning point in his life.




  His previous exploits, while remembered, had propelled him only to the status of a minor British hero, and his personal ambitions in Britain had been frustrated and his fortune diminished. His

  immense abilities and energies, though, were in their prime and leavened by experience. He understood that a defeat would never be acceptable to a restless tyrant like Siraj-ud-Daula. Nothing less

  than the removal of the Nawab of Bengal from his throne would secure British rule in Calcutta again. But if the Nawab were to be removed, why should the British make terms with another oriental

  despot? They would be mad to relinquish any authority they acquired. A new law was to apply to Clive’s gains in Bengal: the law of accelerating ambitions. To secure a gain it is always

  necessary to annex more land, and then secure that, and so on.




  After a bombardment, the looted and largely destroyed Fort William was retaken. In revenge for the attack on Calcutta, Clive marched upriver and took the town of Hugli, which was also abandoned

  by the Bengalis. But this provoked Siraj-ud-Daula to march south back to Calcutta. Clive now faced his most formidable foe.




  Siraj-ud-Daula differed sharply from any of the conventional dissolute princes of India, described in the classic Raghuvamsha by the Sanskrit poet Kalidasa as being manipulated by a

  senior minister who ‘accustoms him to the pleasures of a life of luxury and gives him every possible opportunity to indulge in them… he accustoms [the young ruler] to believe that the

  ruler’s share in royal authority consists merely in sitting on the throne, shaking hands, being addressed as Sire, and sitting with women in the seclusion of the harem’. Siraj-ud-Daula

  was dissipated, but he was also ambitious, hyperactive, and showed considerable cunning, if not statecraft. Apart from his pathological contempt for his own nobility, three other traits stand out:

  an insatiable sexual appetite, a penchant for frivolous cruelty and a loathing of the British.




  Siraj-ud-Daula’s cruelty was legendary. He would rip open the stomachs of pregnant women to satisfy his curiosity as to how the child lay in the womb.

  According to his ally, Jean Law, head of the French settlement at Kosimbazar, ‘he was often seen, in the season when the river overflows, causing ferry boats to be upset or sunk, in order to

  have the cruel pleasure of seeing the confusion of a hundred people at a time, men, women and children, of whom many, not being able to swim, were sure to perish’. To the British trader

  William Watts, Siraj-ud-Daula was ‘that imbecile murderer who breaks birds’ wings and cuts off men’s privities’. But he was also bold, decisive and a ruthless and skilful

  military commander.




  Clive bravely decided on a pre-emptive attack on the Nawab’s camp at Dum Dum, outside Calcutta, in February 1757. But for once things went wrong: when a fog lifted he was left exposed to a

  far superior enemy force and he had to cut his way hurriedly through the Bengali camp to escape, inflicting some 1,500 casualties in the fighting. Siraj-ud-Daula nevertheless retreated further up

  the river Hugli after this display of British determination, and forged an alliance with the nearby French settlement at Chandernagore. Clive promptly replied by bombarding and taking the French

  enclave.




  Clive now set his sights on total victory over the Nawab and embarked on a policy of duplicity for which he would later be much criticized. Yet it is hard to see what else he could have done, in

  view of the overwhelming force arrayed against him. William Watts was sent to seek a secret agreement with Siraj-ud-Daula’s chief general, Mir Jafar, to betray his master and attach his

  forces to the British side in any battle. This also involved double-crossing an untrustworthy go-between, the merchant Omichand, with a false treaty promising him huge rewards for his help. But by

  the time Watts secretly left the Bengali capital of Murshidabad, there was no certainty that the Indian general would come to the aid of the British.




  Clive, with a small army of 3,000 men, marched up the river Hugli to confront Siraj-ud-Daula and historically ordered his men to cross a tributary as the rising waters, swollen by monsoon rains,

  cut off their line of retreat. On the wrong side of the river, his men faced massacre if they lost. He took up a position at the Nawab’s beautiful hunting lodge

  at Plassey. To the south there was an immense mango grove, to the west the river.




  When dawn broke, Clive was on the roof of the lodge, telescope in hand. What he saw must have shaken him. He had heard reports that the Nawab’s army was only 8,000 strong, because his

  treasury had failed to pay the rest of his men. Others believed the number to be much greater; but the evidence suggests Clive was reasonably confident the numbers were on the low side. Instead, in

  the clear light of the morning, while the sun cast its early cold light and the monsoon clouds began to gather, there lay before him a rolling sea of enemy troops – the standing army of Rai

  Durlabh reinforced by the whole might of Murshidabad, including Mir Jafar – which was fanning out towards and around the British position.




  One of Clive’s aides wrote: ‘What with the number of elephants, all covered with scarlet cloth and embroidery; their horse, with their drawn swords glittering in the sun; their heavy

  cannon drawn by vast trains of oxen; and their standards flying, they made a most pompous and formidable appearance.’ Pennants were flying, bands with trumpets and cymbals were playing.

  Elephants with exotically tailored, clanking, suffocating armour bore the major commanders.




  A large and well-trained cavalry was among them, their swords at the ready. A large number of cannon was in their midst, heavily outnumbering the English; they were on mobile wooden platforms,

  each pulled by some 50 oxen; behind, elephants pushed them forward. The odds were the worst that Clive had ever faced. The forces against him were relatively well disciplined. He had less than a

  tenth of their cannon and no cavalry; he had no native supporting armies, unlike at Trichinopoly.




  His position, although a good defensive one, was hardly a fort. Against his 3,000 men was an army of at least 50,000: 35,000 disciplined infantry, admittedly often mutinous, but just sweetened

  by large sums of back pay, along with 15,000 of the best cavalry available – Pathans, fine fighters and riders from the northwest border. In addition, the Nawab had more than 50 cannon; the most advanced of these had sophisticated screw devices to raise and lower their barrels and, more threatening still, they were maintained and fired by 50

  Frenchmen under the control of M. de St Frais, who was bent on avenging the defeat at Chandernagore.




  There had been no reply, in the night or early morning, from Mir Jafar. As the forces before Clive began to outflank the British to the south, he wondered whether he would soon be entirely

  surrounded and cut off with his back to the river. He had never been in such dire straits; he feared that he had lost his gamble. He remarked grimly, ‘We must make the best fight we can

  during the day and at night sling our muskets over our shoulders and march back to Calcutta.’




  Clive watched as St Frais and his Frenchmen entrenched themselves with their guns behind earthworks near a mound only 200 yards from the British, deliberately provoking them. Between the

  Frenchmen and the river two more guns were set up to give cover to 5,000 cavalry and 7,000 infantry. This force was commanded by Mir Madan, a loyal favourite of the Nawab.




  In response, Clive ordered his men well beyond the shelter of the grove, to a position directly in front of the enemy line. He placed three of his small guns on either side, and hundreds of his

  soldiers in between. Sepoys guarded his flanks. A little further back he placed his two remaining six-pound guns and howitzers protected by brick kilns. Not until Gordon’s stand at Khartoum

  more than a hundred years later can a more hopeless position have been defended by the British, and so few have faced such overwhelming odds to so little apparent purpose. They faced a wipeout; it

  looked like the last stand of a defeated army. To the south the Nawab’s huge armies continued relentlessly to encircle him.
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